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A  Scientific Tour
A sa  G ra y , one of the  g re a te s t sc ien tists  of the 
n in e teen th  cen tu ry , had  “ cu ltiv a ted  the  field of 
N o rth  A m erican  b o tan y , w ith  som e assid u ity , for 
m ore th an  fo rty  ye a r s ’ H e  h ad  rev iew ed  the 
v eg e tab le  hosts, an d  a ss ig n ed  to no  sm all num ber 
of them  th e ir nam es an d  the ir p laces in the  b o tan ­
ical w o rld , b u t so fa r as  th e  W e s t  an d  the  M id d le  
W e s t  w ere  concerned , he h ad  been to  a g re a t ex ­
ten t a  “closet b o ta n is t’’. N o t until he w as  six ty - 
one h ad  he seen the M ississipp i R iver o r “ set foot 
upon a p ra irie  ”. T h e n  he jo u rn ey ed  w estw a rd  
ac ro ss  the  M ississipp i an d  ac ro ss  the  co n tin en t to 
m arvel a t  th e  g igan tic  red w o o d s of C a lifo rn ia  and  
to  s tu d y  the  bo tan ica l b eau ties  an d  w o n d ers  of the 
reg ion  w est of th e  F a th e r  of W a te rs .
It w as  au tu m n  1872 w hen  P ro fe sso r G ra y  re ­
tu rn ed . T h e  A m erican  A ssocia tion  fo r th e  A d ­
vancem en t o f Science w as  m eeting  a t  D ubuque. 
A s p re s id en t of the A ssocia tion  a n d  fired w ith  a 
n ew  zeal fo r scientific field w ork , he sto p p ed  in 
Iow a to  a d d re ss  the  an n u a l m eeting  an d  to  inspire 
his fellow  sc ien tists  to ren ew ed  an d  ex ten d ed  ac ­
tiv ities in th e  field of b o tan ica l research .
In a d d re ss in g  this m eeting  G ra y  b o rro w ed  a 
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simile from  his ow n profession  an d  likened his 
office to a  b iennial p lan t. T h e  p residen t, he said, 
“ flourishes for the  y ea r in w hich  he com es in to  
existence as p resid ing  officer. W h e n  the second 
year com es round , he is expected  to blossom  out 
in an  ad d ress  an d  d isap p ea r.’’ T h o se  w ho  heard  
him w ere quick to  ca tch  his m eaning, b u t they  
w ere aw are  th a t the fru it of a flower p erp e tu a tes  
its kind. It does n o t com pletely  d isappear. In 
like m anner, they  reso lved  th a t the flow ering fru it 
of so g rea t a scho lar —  the insp ira tion  of the cen ­
tra l figure in the g a lax y  of scientists —  should  not 
be lost.
A t the close of the m eeting, in te rest in scientific 
research  an d  in excursions for bo tan ical s tu d y  had  
received a trem endous im pulse. N o r w as there  a 
lack of agg ressive  action. W h e n  it w as  suggested  
th a t Iow a afforded  a rich field of s tu d y  an d  th a t a 
p ilgrim age across the fertile  prairies w ould  pay  
high d iv idends in scientific know ledge, there  w as 
a quick response. A lm ost im m ediately  a  scientific 
excursion w as a rran g ed  to cross the S ta te  from  
D ubuque to S ioux C ity  an d  re tu rn .
T h e  exploring  p a r ty  consisted  of ab o u t fifty 
persons including m any  prom inent an d  active 
m em bers of the A ssociation , though  G ra y  ap p a r ­
ently  w as no t am ong the num ber, an d  several ladies 
w ho had  been a tten d in g  the m eeting a t D ubuque.
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T h e re  w ere  five o r six  s ta te  geo log ists, a s  w ell as 
several em inent b o tan is ts , in th e  g ro u p  —  all in te r­
ested  in the  s tu d y  of n a tu ra l h is to ry  an d  in the 
p u rsu its  of science. T ra n sp o rta tio n  w as  p rov ided  
b y  the  Illinois C en tra l R a ilro ad , an d  m any  induce­
m en ts w ere  p re sen ted  to  m ake th e  excursion  bo th  
in te re stin g  a n d  p rofitab le  to  m em bers of th e  p arty .
T h e  exped ition  w as  u n d e r th e  d irec tion  of D r. 
C . A . W h ite , S ta te  G eo lo g is t an d  P ro fe sso r of 
G eo lo g y  a t  th e  S ta te  U n iv e rs ity  o f Iow a. F am il­
ia r w ith  th e  g eo g rap h y  an d  geo logy  of the  S ta te , 
its  rivers, lakes, m ines, q uarries , an d  p ra iries, he 
w as  ab le  to  give to m em bers o f th e  p a r ty  valuab le  
in fo rm ation  upon  a w id e  v a rie ty  of sub jec ts. In ­
deed , it is rep o rted  th a t “ in po in t of fact, D r. 
W h ite  lectured to his a tten tiv e  an d  in te rested  
au d ien ce  d u rin g  the en tire  jo u rn ey  of tw o  d ay s 
ac ro ss  th e  S ta te ” , an d  upon  th e  re tu rn  trip  a s  fa r 
as  F o r t  D o d g e , w h ere  he le ft th e  p a rty .
N o  unusual occurrences o r inc iden ts  of travel 
w ere  rep o rted  d u rin g  the  first p a r t o f the  journey . 
M em b ers  of the  p a r ty  w ere  im pressed , how ever, 
w ith  the  w id e  ex p an se  of unb roken  prairie . W i l ­
liam W . W h e ild o n  in w ritin g  upon  th is sub ject 
re fe rred  to  “ th is n ew  an d  pecu lia r c o u n try ” as 
being  d es titu te  o f hills an d  vales, an d  fo rests  an d  
rocks —  “ those  fea tu res  w hich  in N e w  E n g lan d  
ch a rac te rize  th e  lan d sca p e” .
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F o rt D o d g e  an d  the su rround ing  co u n try  a f ­
fo rded  to the exp lo rers "an  ex trem ely  in teresting  
region, bo th  h isto rically  an d  scientifically” . T h e  
citizens of F o r t D o d g e  w ere  "m ost generous and  
hosp itab le” in receiving an d  en terta in ing  the v isit­
ing scientists. In the evening a recep tion  w as 
held, an d  the follow ing m orning w as devo ted  to a 
scientific exp lora tion  of the vicinity. M in es an d  
quarries, the fo rest an d  p ra irie  an d  river w ere  all 
exam ined. C arriag es  w ere  p rovided  by  local resi­
den ts  for all m em bers of the expedition  an d  some 
of the m ore in terested  accom panied  the p a r ty  on 
its exp lorations. A m ong the places v isited w ere  
the lim estone quarries an d  kilns, the coal mines, 
the banks of the D es M oines R iver, L izard  C reek, 
and  "ch iefest of a ll” the fam ous gypsum  quarries, 
w idely  know n as " th e  b irthp lace  of th a t audacious 
im position, the C ard iff G ia n t” .
W h ile  in th is vicinity, D r. W h ite  in te rested  the 
p arty  in a descrip tion  of the gypsum  fields w hich 
w ere recognized  as the la rg est an d  m ost valuab le 
in the country , an d  the only  bed s of an y  econom ic 
value in this o r the  ad jo in ing  S ta tes. F o r t D o d g e  
gypsum  even in those ea rly  d ay s  w as know n for 
"its rem arkab le pu rity  an d  freedom  from  g r it” . 
M em bers of the p a rty  w ho w ere  no t fam iliar w ith  
the properties an d  charac te ris tic s  of gypsum  w ere 
in terested  in the  fac t th a t th is peculiar Iow a p rod -
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uct m ay  be hew n  w ith  an  ax e  o r a  h a tch e t, saw ed  
w ith  a  com m on w o o d -saw , a n d  th a t b lastin g  
holes, w h en  n ecessa ry , m ay  be m ad e  in it w ith  a 
c a rp e n te r’s au g er. T h e ir  in te re s t w as  in c reased  to 
am azem en t w h en  th ey  w ere  to ld  th a t a s  a  bu ild ing  
m ateria l gypsum  d isp lay s  qualities of g re a t e n d u r­
ance, fo r “ th o u g h  it m ay  be cu t an d  d e faced  w ith  
a  penkn ife , it re ta in s  its  b eau ty  of co loring  an d  its 
d u rab ility  n ea rly  as  w ell a s  m arb le” .
R e tu rn in g  from  th e  gypsum  quarries , the  p a r ty  
p ro ceed ed  on its w a y  to S ioux C ity . T h e  rou te  
tak en  led th e  ex p lo re rs  “ over the  open  a n d  a p p a r ­
en tly  b o u n d less  p ra irie , unbroken  b y  an  elevation  
an d  a lm ost un re lieved  b y  tree  o r sh rub , save the  
ra n k  w eed s  of th e  p ra ir ie” . F o r  m ore th an  fifty  
m iles th e  ra ilro ad  tra c k  “w as  a s  s tra ig h t as  an  
a r ro w ” . T h e  p ra irie  w as  n o t en tire ly  n ew  to  the 
p a r ty  “ excep ting  in its a p p a re n t b o und lessness; 
b u t still it seem ed s tra n g e  to  those  in w h o se  m inds 
‘th e  idea  of a w ild e rn ess  w as  ind isso lub ly  con ­
n ec ted  w ith  th a t of a fo re s t’ ” .
T h e  p a rty , in te re s ted  in th e  scen ery  an d  in the 
even ts  a n d  in c id en ts  o f the  trip , a rriv ed  a t  S ioux 
C ity  a t  10:15  P . M ., on ly  to  learn  th a t th ey  w ere  
m ore th an  six  hou rs beh ind  schedule . A  public 
recep tion  h ad  been  p lan n ed  for m em bers o f the 
g ro u p  a t  fou r o ’clock in the a fte rn o o n , a n d  a p u b ­
lic m eeting  w as  schedu led  fo r the  evening . B oth
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of these, w ith  w h a tev e r benefits m igh t have ac ­
crued , w ere  lost bo th  to the  m em bers of the p a r ty  
an d  to  the  citizens w ho  p lan n ed  the  m eetings.
A ccom m odations fo r the  n ig h t w ere  p rov ided  a t 
the H u b b a rd  H o u se  —  “ a la rg e  an d  p rincely  ho­
te l” . O n  the  follow ing m orn ing  m em bers of the 
p a r ty  w ere  d iv ided . V a rio u s  g ro u p s “ sallied  ou t 
in d ifferen t d irec tions a ro u n d  the  city , a n d  the  
w hole neighborhood  w as  v is ited ” . O n e  g roup  
crossed  the  Big S ioux R iver in to  the  T e rr ito ry  of 
D ak o ta , an o th e r crossed  th e  M issou ri in to  N e ­
b rask a . Som e of the  p a r ty  crossed  the F lo y d  
R iver an d  looked in the  d is tan ce  upon  the  bluff 
below  the c ity  w h ere  S e rg e an t F lo y d  w as  buried , 
a lth o u g h  they  d id  n o t visit th a t point. M u ch  in ­
te rest w as  show n in view ing the  bluffs a long  the 
river. T h e  geo log ists sp en t som e tim e v isiting the 
cretacious form ation  in th a t reg ion , w hile the  
ich thyo log ists  ob ta in ed  from  the  river a num ber of 
specim ens of sm all fish, an d  cap tu red  no t a few  
m oths an d  bugs.
In the evening  m em bers o f the  p a r ty  assem bled  
in the d raw in g  room s of the H u b b a rd  H ouse , com ­
pared  no tes of the  d a y ’s explo its, a n d  received 
callers from  ab o u t the  city. A t an  ea rly  hour the 
com pany w as called  to  o rd e r b y  D r. W h ite  for a 
business session. A  reso lu tion  w as  ad o p ted  
thank ing  officials of the  Illinois C en tra l R ailroad
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fo r free  tickets from  D u b u q u e  to  S ioux  C ity  an d  
re tu rn . T h a n k s  w ere  also  ex p ressed  to  th e  citi­
zens of S ioux  C ity  “fo r th e  a tten tio n  a n d  k in d ­
n e s s ’’ b es to w ed  upon  m em bers of th e  A m erican  
A ssoc ia tion  fo r th e  A d v an cem en t o f Science, an d  
the ir frien d s  a n d  assoc ia tes. A fte r  th e  conclusion  
of th e  bu sin ess  session  the  rem ain d er of th e  eve­
n ing  w as  sp en t in a  social w ay .
U p o n  th e  re tu rn  trip , th e  sc ien tis ts  s to p p ed  
ag a in  a t F o r t  D o d g e . T h e  tw o  fo llow ing d ay s  
w ere  d ev o ted  to  a side  trip  to  D a k o ta  C ity  and  
S p rin g v a le  (n o w  H u m b o ld t) . A t S p rin g v a le  the 
sc ien tis ts  v isited  H u m b o ld t C o llege  an d  in the  
evening  w ere  edified an d  en te rta in ed  b y  a lectu re  
on “F ish e s” . T h e  sp eak er p resen ted  his sub jec t in 
a p o p u la r an d  in te re stin g  m an n er —  telling  m any  
“fish s to rie s” an d  illu stra tin g  his ta lk  ‘‘w ith  living 
spec im ens” tak en  from  the D es M oines R iver.
W h ile  the  p a r ty  w as  a t D ak o ta  C ity  m em bers 
o f the  g ro u p  v isited  q u arries  an d  lime kilns, an d  
in th e  evening  a tte n d e d  a lec tu re  on the  “O rig in  
of the  R aces of M e n ” . T h e  sp eak er su p p o rted  the 
biblical acco u n t of crea tion  an d  ex p ressed  view s 
w hich  w ere  ad v e rse  to  the D arw in ian  specu la tions 
of th a t d ay . F rom  D ak o ta  C ity  the  p a r ty  re ­
tu rn ed  to  D u b u q u e  w h ere  the  exped ition  ended .
T h u s , in a little  m ore th an  a w eek  of trave l an d  
en te rta in m en t, a g ro u p  of p rom inen t scien tists had
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stud ied  the  open book  of n a tu re  as  th ey  crossed  
an d  recrossed  a g re a t p ra irie  S ta te . T h e y  h ad  v is­
ited m any  localities of h isto rical a n d  scientific in ­
terest. T h e y  had  m easured , as  fa r  a s  th e  eye 
could reach , “ the  a lm ost boun d less  b eau ties  of th e  
p ra irie s’’, an d  h ad  n o t in freq u en tly  m arvelled  a t 
the richness of the  soil.
T h e  jo u rn ey  h ad  sp ru n g  from  the  influence of 
A sa  G ray . Like a  b iennial p lan t he h ad  “b los­
som ed o u t“ in an  ad d ress , an d , like th e  frag ran ce  
of the  flower, the  in sp ira tion  of his exam ple h ad  
sp read  to o thers, teach ing  w h a t som e of them  had  
scarcely  d ream ed  before . Iow a is n o t a w ide  w il­
derness, b u t a g rea t an d  g row ing  ag ricu ltu ra l 
S ta te  —  a veritab le  lab o ra to ry  for th e  scientist, 
w here, in the  flow ers an d  the  trees, on th e  p ra iries  
an d  am ong the  hills, the  lessons of n a tu re  a re  
w ritten  so c lea rly  th a t “ he w ho  ru n s m ay  re a d ’’.
J. A . Swisher
